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New Testament Fellowship:
A Study in Semantics
.
By R. T. Du Buu

passages of the New Testament which emploJ
XOLYO>vla the associative idea is uppermost. One readily distinguishes three chief usages of the term: 1) a common slwit,g
in all spiritual- and sometimes material-gifts; logically followed by 2) mulual help and assistance by association in conail>
utoiy aid, all of which affects, and is effected by, 3) the existing
intimate fellowship in the association as a divinely created and
established communion of all believers in Christ.
The Hellenistic use of XOLVO>Y(a is at once versatile and restricted.
It is versatile in its vivid shades of meaning and application. It is
restriaed by the Christian community to mean "the Communion
of Saints," from its specific application of comm,mion to the Sacrament of the Altar, to its absolute sense in the "right hand of
fellowship."
This paper proposes a semantic examination of the varied but
always associative use of XOLVQ>v(a in the New Testament. Illustrative examples will be adduced from such ttustworthy papyri u
have well-established readings and are without /ac,mae and from
corroborative pattistic literature. At times some ancient or modem
translation will prove of further help in undersmnding the term.
In no wise is the co,-pu-s of linguistic testimonials being exhausted
in these pages, but the cases cited here are represenmtive and of
sufficient Jexicological moment.
N the seventeen

I

.

FELLOWSHIP AS "CoMMON SHARING"

St Paul establishes a basis for New Testament fellowship when
he thanks God for the Philippian "fellowship in the Gospel from
the first day until now": b:l. tji xoLvcov[q. 'Ul'ii>v d~ -ro svayyilu>v
( Phil. 1: 5 ) • His statements concerning the diffusion of the Gospel
in v. 7 (b tjj cbto1.oy(q. xal. PsPaL<i>cm -rou £\Jayys).(ou auyxoLYOJVOV;
µou 'ri\; XUQL-n>;) are anticipated here and should be read in connection with v.5. While the communion in the one true Gospel is
334
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.iadced buic, the Apostle here prepares his avyxoLvmvol for the

rnmmaa sharing of the Gospel and the participation in its extension. Unhed action is based on a common possession. The object
is joined m the subject by means of the prepositional phrase et~ -r6,
ly and one can
read "common participation in. and sharing
of_- me Gospel, or "union in, and uniting by," the Gospel.
1'bae is a very fine distinction here between comm,mio and
,-,,;dp,,,io. Patristic Greek continues the thought: "How can
mm be any sharing (xoLYwvta) if nobody has anything?" laments
Clemens Alcxaodrinus in the 13th chapter of his Quis Di1111s Sill-

.,,,.,_

Io the middle of the 4th century we have Cyril of Jerusalem,
cxplaioing in his five ,n,yst11gogic catechizations the meaning of the
bapasmal rites to the newly bapti7.cd believers: . . . auµpe>J.ov i\v
tij;
-rii; a:16t}t0; 'toii x'oii.1
Translated into Latin, xoivc.ovi.a becomes co,nmuniutio in the
Vulgate, but Theodore Beza prefers co1mmmio. There is a divergence in the chief Romance renditions, Italian: par111cipazione;
Spanish: comunid,1; and the curious but apt French: 11olr1J 111111ch11m1111 • l'11111ngil1. Among the Germanic translations Luther's
uGemeinschaft am Evangclium" covers the original nnd is parallel
ro the exact French. This is not quite so in the Swedish, where
v.-c have "dcltagandc i evangelium," nor in the simple Danish

•ma;

"Delcagelsc."
llcprescotative English translations arc illuminating as to the
use of xo1vc.ovia in this instance. The Authorized Version has
"fellowship in the Gospel." The Brit. RV and die ARV ngrec in
"fellowship in the furtherance of the Gospel." The Revised Douay
Version very explicitly renders, "your association with me in spreading the gospel," and Goodspeed translates very literally, "your
cooperation in the good news."
In Phil. 3:10 Paul prays that he might know "the fellowship
of His sufferings," i. e., Paul esteems it an honor to be associnted
with Clirist in His sufferings, to participnte in His sufferings. He
v.-clcomes being a cross-bearer with Jesus. Herc the Y.OLVO)v(a entails the taking up of His cross and following Him.:i
The array of translations of this passage, ancient and modern,
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is rather revealing. Jerome called the fellowship of Omst'1 suf.
fering the somllll fJIISsionllm, while Beza translates, "' eoposUIIII
• .,,. ••• •I eomflUIIUOtlfffl fJff'/111Sliomm, .;11.1.•
This time, the Italian • has no longer t,11r1•eif,taiona, but "la
comunione clelle sue soffereme." But, inversely, the Spanish now
has f,Mlidpll&idn, while the French agrees with Beza and rbe
Italians: "la communion de
souffmnces." Here the German
still has Gem•inseh./1, but the Swedish is more precise: "clelakdghcten i bans lidenden," and Danish: hans Lid•ls.,s S11mftltlll. Excq,t
for Goodspeed, who has_ "m share his sufferings." all English versions follow the Authorized Version.
In Philcmon 6 occurs the significant phrase ,, XOLVO>Yta -die;
•.• "the fellowship of thy faith." Herc much deauci>; aou
pends on how the genitive is understood. Bengel viewed it as
the genitive of the object when he expounded thus: ".fides tua,
quam communem nobiscum babes et exerces." Cremer understoOd
it as the genitive of the subject, and wanted to read, "the fellowship
tO which thy faith impels." Both the nature and exercise of this
fellowship arc determined by a unifying principle, here by the
unity of faith. Paul and Philemon share the same faith, and this
common sharing compels them tO common action in and by faith.
This is the xoLVwv(a in practice.
Jerome and Beza agree here in translating eommtmiettlio [ul,i.
The AV follows with "communication of thy faith." The twO
Romance languages closest tO Latin differ here. In Italian we read,
"la nostta comunione di fcde"; the Spanish has "la comunicaci6n
de tu fe," and it is up tO the French to come to the rescue with a
clear-cut translation which is a marvel of perspicuity: "que la foi
qui t'est commune avec nous est eflicace," i.e., that the faith we
share be effectual. "Der Glaube, den wir miteinander haben," or
the sharing of our faith together, says Luther. Olaus Petti, father
of the Bible in Swedish, rendered: "din delaktighet i tron" (lit,
your having part in the faith). The BRV and ARV have "the
fellowship of thy faith"; the Revised Rheims-Douay reads "the
sharing of thy faith" and applies it to "the liberality of Philemon,
.inspired by his faith," in the footnote. Goodspeed departs from all
traditional translations by injecting a new thought: "that they, i.e.,
the Christians, may effectually share your faith."

ses
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PBl.LOWSHIP AS MUTUAL AsslSTANCB

Tbe well-known XOI.YO>vCa of Aas 2:42 adds concreteness to
whaleftr is abmaa in the general term of "communion," or "felJawsbip.• Bodi Jerome and Beza already sensed this when they
maswe m,,fnlllliulio. No doubt, they translated thus in view
of me following vv. 44-45, which point out the communication
of material and spiritual goods in this unique fellowship. long
hebe mis even Pindar had used xowoiiv and xoLvav for "communicace." Rom.15:25 is a case in point where XOLY(l)Y[a is definildy • "conaibution" made to the saints. Hence, Bengel commems: "Pellowihip- in all goods, internal and external, actions,
and plans. Compare as to their resources Rom. 15 :26. . • • The
Cluisdanity of all, and of each, is to be valued, not merely from
divine worship, but also from daily life." In this passage, then, the
'XOlwmav t1:wi :tOLt)aaotaL, etc., can be rendered literally, "to make
• participation in reference to the poor," for the conuibutor enters
inco fellowship with the person aided; xoLvrov[a thus is the charaamstic expression for almsgiving, without having changed its
proper sense of ,om,mmio into the aaivc one of ,ommuniet11io.
It an properly mean and imply both.
Consequently, St. Paul couples '1'.0L\•cov(a witlt 3taxov(ac; in 2 Cor.
8:4, as also in 9:13; in Latin: "... et in omnes communicatione"
(Beza), "communicationis in illos et in omnes" (Vulgate). With
due allowance for the peculiarities of Vulgar Latin, St. Jerome
ofcen rendered an excellently apt translation. It is good Pauline
philology to consider the participation in the good work for ~e
saincs a correct and proved semantic connotation of xowrov{a. As recmdy u 25 years ago, there was no known extra-Scriptural restimonial for such Pauline use of XOL\'<Ov(a for "contribution," but now we
have an inscription from Pogla on the Taurus (Asia Minor),
wbetc XOLYfl>V(a has the same meaning which the Apostle from
Tarsus (Asia Minor) gives to the Y.OLVcovia.G St. Paul, who did not
despise classic literary devices, writes -ri1v xciQLV xal. t¾}v XOLY(l)Yiav
(2 Cor. 8:4). This is a hendiadys and can be translated, "the
grue of fellowship," i.e., the grace to be allowed to participate in
murual assistance. The E~ (di; tou; ciy(ov;) indicates the destination or direction of. the communication demanded by the fel-

lowship.
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The author of the Epistle Hebrews
m the
combines 1C01Wllffla
with a&a>da;,
good" (13:16). CDmmunicatiog and doing
"doing
good are not only parallel Oiristian am, but 66noda;
om-is an
come of XOLWl>Y[a, and the XOLVO>Y[a is manifest in the ~
Attention
concentrated
· being
on this manifestation of XOL'VflMa,
the word acquired in Pauistic Greek the meaning of "something
communicated," a meaning which Lutherans retain and emphasiz.e
in their Short Explanation of Dr. Martin Luther's Small Cateehism.
The French Ostcrvald Version is nicely explicit: "N'oubliez pas
charite
aussi d'exercer la
et de faire part de vos biens ••• ," which
among other reasons makes
reading
the
of the French Bible such
a delight and inspiration.
FELLOWSHIP AS PARTNERSHIP

The loc,11 classicws for an intimate, unique, Christian fellowship
as a partnership in Christ, is 1 Cor.1:9: "... ye were called into
fellowship-xoLV(l)v[a-of his Son." To fully appreciate the import of this terminology it is insufficient to simply say soci,1111,m
(Jerome); cor,i,,itt11ion,m1, (Beza) ; or co1n.r,1,1mio11 ( French and
Italian) ; or pnrlicipacio,i (Spanish). The full weight of the con•
text and of Scriptural analogies will have to be brought in.
Por co111ra, the Greek student might ask, why does not St. Paul,
who knew post-Homeric Greek quite well, employ i•ewx11 for this
concept of a common partnership? l.\ile-rox11, like xOLV(l)v{a, may
cover par1i&ip111io, as it covers parliceps, ,pa,111111, habao, sociNs, or
even coni11nclus, but nothing more. It lacks the unifying force, the
intimacy of union, the /11ll partnership, that is implied in ,COLVO>Yia.
Thus, if µi-roxo; had been employed, the fellowship would nor
have been complete, full, intimate; it would apply only to a son
of junior parrnership.8
Outside the New Testament we employed
find xoL,•c.ov{a
for the
marriage relationship and in the case of a political alliance.'
TheoloBf as well as philology cm no longer disregard or neglect
the testimony of the papyri and the inscriptions. It is precisely the
research in these two sources which freed the Septuagiot and the
New Testament from their philological isolation and conncacd
them with Hellenistic popular speech. But t00 often classicists have
rejected our sacred literature on linguistic grounds and on precoo·
Published by Scholarly Resources from Concordia Seminary, 1951
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cmed pbilologial prejudices. Phenomena which heretofore were
brmbed uide u ''Sm»risrns" or ''barbarisms" arc now known to be
good Hellenisdc Gs:eek, and it is now proved that the Gieck 111.s
/Of.,.; frequently parallels similar usage in Hebrew.•
Paul uses pnox~ only once, viz., 2 Cor.6:14: "for what fellow-

l

ship-ll"OX~-has righteousness with

or what communion-1'0!.wovla-has light with darkness?" Here he seems to
use XOL'WIMa almost reluctantly. St. Luke apparently uses µim7.0L
and XOlwovol interchangeably. The first-5:7-he employs to
dacribe the partners in the other ship; the second-5:10-he
uses for James and John, "partners" with Simon. In the Epistle to
the Hebrews, l,lhoxo; is used once as "fellow" and the other four
mnes of their occurrence as "panaker."
Eusmatbius of Antioch, in his criticism of Origen's exegesis of
1 Kings28:3-25 (composed about 325-30), also shows reluctance
lO call a fellowship of believer with unbeliever a ,,.OLVO)v(a; so he
purs XOLwov[a in quotation marks: "xOLVO)v[a" ,ucnqi ~lt:'tci wtta'tou.0
Eusehius of Cacsarea, who completed his Ch11rch History about
the time of the Nicaean Council, quotes from a letter of Dionysius of
Alexandria in which the latter tells of one Herakles, who weepingly
reported that the heretical Baptisms had no communion whatsoever
with the true Baptism of ord1odoxy: ... 'to ~wmaµa, 6 MOU mi;
cdemxoi; p,pwmcno, µ11 TOlOUTOV dvaL µ11&s 6).w; l XELV 'tLVU:ceo;
tOiiio xon'fov[av, dcnpda; yciQ b.Ei,•o xat ~)..aacp11µ1ii>v :cuu,11Qii>aitaL
(H.e. Vll, 9).
lletuming to our examination of 1 Cor. 1 :9, it is now clear that
this use of XOLwov[a with the personal genitive denotes full fellowship with someone, including participation in his goods, in his
'11.Uks, in his benefits, and bis blessings. That is why God is faithful,
i.e., true to His promise of grace, by having called us into such
XOLWOYia, such intimate and complete fellowship with His Son.
lbe true and superior import, the smmnmn bo,i,un, of the
Oiristian comm,mio, is revealed in 1 Cor. 10:16: 'tOV &e'tov 6v
x>.iapgv, ouxt XOLVCDV[a • • • i cnb•. This is "partaking" in its most
sublime relationship.
The various, but consistent, uses of Y-OL,'Cl>\•(a in the New Testa•
ment combine to give us an ever-deepening grasp of the term.
Irs significant use by St. Paul in his benediction cannot escape us,
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2 O>r.13:13: xal 'fl XOLYOMCI wG clylou ~ 1,1mi mvaoY
4u',ov. This grouping of xoLvoma wG clylou avripa~ bas us par·
allels in the 'XOLYO>Yla wG at,&a~. etc. in 1 Cor. 10: 16, and me
XOLYO>v[av mif11J,Ui'UOY crCmrii of Phil 3:10. In all these cases it ii
the reception and panaking of the Holy Spirit, the body and blood,
His suffering, etc., which makes and sustains XOLva>vta.
Fellowship in the New Testament is no passive, inactive,
actionmerely
contemplative thing, it is
and activity in the Gospel. This
is the use lO which Paul puts the word in Gal. 2:9: &E;i~ l&oxav
ipo\ xa\ Bae~q. XOLVO>Y[~, tva fipl!~ El~ -m livYJ, "right hands they
gave lO me and Barnabas of fellowship that we to the nations
(should go)." 10 Here is the handclasp of fellowship, seal of
parmership in the proclamation of the same Gospel. KoLVO>via and
xi1evypa belong rogcther. And in Phil. 2: 1 'Paul joins "consolation
in Christ," "comfort of love," with the XOLYCOv(a 2tYEliµa'fO!;. The
underlying thought is: if fellowship of the spirit is ro have any
The unifying principle of the Christian community, of the
effect.
communion of saints, is the communion of the Holy Spirit and the
consolation of Christ, the naecixA.1101~ which sends to the XOLYCIIVOl
of the xoLYCOYia the naecid11to;. This affords us a glance inro the
circle of eternity and its unfathomable glories. And all this in the
one great word: xoLYCOvia! The members and partakers of the
communion therefore are to be of one heart and mind, in agreement with each other; and thus they are in truth a soci1lt1S spiril•s,
as Jerome calls them, and they possess, as rhe Epistles aptly express
it in French translation, comniNnion d!~spril.
Who could sum it up better than the disciple whom Jesus
loved? "Fellowship with us," "fellowship with the Father and with
His Son Jesus Christ," "fellowship with Him," "fellowship with
one another," conditioned and sustained by the blood of Jesus
Christ which "cleanserh us from all sin," such is rhe majestic man•
ner in which St. John sums up the richness and undeserved gift
of the XOLYCi>Yia inro which just as undeservedly we have been called
by our faithful God (1 John 1:3, 6, 7).
The xoLva>v(a is Christocenuic in a still deeper sense: it is not only
a set of common convictions and doctrines about Christ, but it is
Christ fellowship. It comprises within its whole astounding semantic nngc the idea of ~rticipadon in, and partaking of, the
Published by Scholarly Resources from Concordia Seminary, 1951
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remved &om Cllrist and of union of all Cuisdans with
aae IDOCber u n:deemed by His blood and called by God into the
• xa&'WlfflA of the Spirit. Properly do Cuistian people everywhere,
wha:ever
conscious of the uses of xoLvc.ov(a in the Scripare they
mm, speak of the "communion of saints" and of the "Holy Communion.• 'lbus &om earliest times the "communion of saints" has
fanned one of the items of the Creed. It signifies that Oiristians
hJepi...

evaywhere have fellowship with God, with one another on earth,
with the saints at rest. The foundation of our XOLVO>v{a cannot be
removed by death. Christ, who is the Life of all the living, who
lives within them, is Lord both of the living and of the dead; and if
I have communion with a saint of God while he lives here on earth,
I must still have fellowship with him when he is departed hence,
or when I depart hence, for such is the everlasting power of the
New Tcswnent fellowship.
Sa.nford University, Palo Alto, Calif.
fOOlNOTES
I. Pram die rndiag of the Codes Monacensis. F. Probst: Li11,r1;. J., 4. l•hrhnJ,r11, p.821.-Cp. Rom.11:17. Also: A. Baumsrark: D;. /lies,,;,,,,
Afor1,.f••tl, 1906, p. 37 ff. -The French tr:anslate auyxoLvOlvcii; with fMr•
rid,-1.
2. For • beautiful and exhaustive treatment of this theme, see CONCORDIA
THloLOGICAL MONTHLY, XV, 51 f.
3. Jlaa'1 Cambridge translation of 1582 is in a delightfully readable Latin.
Our quowions are from the edition of 1642.
4. By Prof. Gioftnni Luzzi, erstwhile of the V:aldcnsian faculty in Rome.
,. J,hr,1h,/111 111 oc"11rrei,bi,eh1111 11r,boolo1i1,ben ln1ti11111 IV, Bllil,/1111,

p.371.

6. This is apparent from a great number of papyri. My own examination of
all published papyri from Tcbt:mis, from the Fayum, and most from
OsJnbyachus. dating over a period from 172 B. C. to 196 A. D., showed
dw l'ffOXli, !'itoXOI, are used always for business partnerships and associua. Among 32 imtanca of this sort for the period covered; we found,
e.g.. "Horus lie Partnership," "Herod and his partner,"' ""The Bank of
Hendida & Co.," "Bank of Thcon and Associates," a "Company of Pishpadcen," "Appoloaius and Partners,"' "S:abinus & Co., dealers ia wheat,"'
aad maay odaen. In all these instances,term
the
employed is J&&'loXTI

and

IIIIC XCll"ICIIMCI.

7. A few --Christian uses of X01vcov[u are noted; bur
these
would poiac
to a more intense panaenhip than a mere business association. The BnU.r Griffl,i,ch, Urlt••i• No.1051 arries a marriage contraa of the time
of Auprus, where marriage is ailed :a life partnenhip: :i:oc\i; lllou
WIILWIMCIY. Another instance from Augustan cimes is found in no less a
moaumem than the R,1
Di11i A1111111i in Ancyra (Angora, Galatia) :
W :tQlv cni&,Jdci i\v :toe\; &iiu>v "POlJUdOlY :i:01c,fl1l6>Y xal cpu.(u;

or;

G,,,,_
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--.ftffllli

cbe I.adD pamlJcl of cbe tae ieada: "quibus aa1a mm J1C111111o

B.omaao ll1lllum adtenc lepcioaum er amlcidae canmerciam" (l!brcabera It Joaes. ,,,,,,,_,, IJlium,;,,. 1M R.np, of ;i• ..,,., - 2'. . .
Osford. 1949, pp. 28-29). Well ia cbe Christian en 1ft hlO IIIIXe _.
ular mes of --.'WGIWL Ir cauJcl haft been poaible lex cbe ma,..,..,.
parria ID haft been Cbrildam. and dw lbaefore cbe use of . .'Wllll'ffi
came quiie euy ID chem. The fine is a marria&e mama of die , i 70 A.D.: 11:~i; ydfun, --.YCIIIWIY (P. Osyr. 90,, Ginlcll a Haar VI.
p. 24'3 I.). Aaacber clocumeac daa:s Imm 320 A. D. aad is pare of die
mnespoadcace of die famoua councilman AdelphiOI of Hermopolis. lelliq
of a com.J..1:!t'' .reprdiDg Zais aad Ibois "and dteir other parcam": m
fc1QCK
XCN.'WIIMlt (P. Preisi&lcc. Gn"bisdl. Url,nin i11 ha,,
,ud,n ltf111••t1111 •• Kt1iro, Saubours, 19U, p. ,. Kairo MUL 10,67).
8. Cp. PsicharL Bis• s•r I• Grff i• /11
Paris, 1908.
9. E. Kloscemwm, ed. Oripus, l!st11,1bhu 110• #i•tioebi•• ••' G,-,or rN
N11u. Bou, 1912, p. 39.
10. Winer. Grn,.,,.,u, i11 •••,.1l11•n1/idH• Spr""1iiio•1, p. ,.c6.
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